Compassion conversations 14: Meaning well
Many papers published in the medical journals are worthless but some contain ideas that have the power to transform practice. One of my favourites is, “Deconstructing the Placebo Effect and Finding the Meaning Response” by Daniel Moerman and Wayne Jonas in the Annals of Internal Medicine (2002).

Most doctors think of the placebo response as a nothingness, or a confounding factor to be eliminated in drug trials. When a treatment is shown to be “no better than placebo”, it’s discarded as being useless. In fact, the placebo response can have a powerful therapeutic effect causing measureable physiological changes.
A group of medical students were recruited for a trial of two new drugs, one a tranquiliser, the other a stimulant. Each student was given a packet containing one red tablet, two red tablets, one blue tablet, or two blue tablets. The medical students receiving red tablets reported stimulant effects. Two tablets had a stronger effect than one. The subjects receiving blue tablet reported sedation, greater if two tablets were taken. In fact all tablets were inert. The responses were caused by the students attaching meaning to the number and colour of the tablets. 
Numerous studies show that the packaging and presentation of medicines powerfully affects the therapeutic response, to both active and placebo pills. The so-called placebo effect heightens the effectiveness of real drugs and surgery, not just inert placebo. So the authors of this paper prefer to rename this phenomenon the “meaning response”.
Healthcare is rich with meaning. The efficacy of treatment depends on the dress and manner of the practitioner, how language is used, the quality of relationship and trust, the setting of care, and cultural beliefs about the origin of illness and the power of treatments. Patients recover from illness and surgery because of their innate healing power, merely helped along by our treatments. Exceptional patients harness this power to heal themselves, even when doctors say there is nothing more they can do.
So how do we nourish this healing power in our patients? - By believing in them.

When we judge our patients, or needlessly extinguish all hope, we lose this potential for healing. If instead, we listen with an open heart and respond with compassion and understanding, we build the trust that is the foundation for shared meaning and the unwavering intention for healing. We should take care to mean well.
Written by Dr Robin Youngson
© Centre for Compassion in Healthcare 

www.compassioninhealthcare.org
